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VIVENCIAS: Reports f rom t he Field

T h e m u r d e r o f M a p e p e : Mi l i t a r y
v iolence i n c old w a r Pue rto Rico

K a t h e r i n e T . Mc C af f r e y
Montclair State University, NJ.

Latino Studies (2015) 13, 280–287. doi:10.1057/lst.2015.15

This essay represents a preliminary effort to make sense of a high proﬁle murder
case that took place in 1953 in Vieques, a residential island municipality of Puerto
Rico. At the height of the Korean War, thousands of US Navy and Marine Corps
personnel participated in large-scale maneuvers on Vieques Island. At night, these
men ﬂooded the streets of Vieques, seeking alcohol and sex, overwhelming the
small, rural community. One night, after an evening of debauchery, a group of
marines instigated a brawl in a local bar and clubbed to death the elderly bar
owner, Julián “Mapepe” Felipe Francis. Although general court martial proceedings were initiated against three marines, the defendants were ultimately
acquitted of all major charges. In Vieques, the murder is remembered to this day
as an example of the brazenness and impunity that characterized the Navy’s 60year occupation of the island.
Although the memory of Mapepe’s killing is remarkably vivid in the neighborhood where he lived and among the friends, neighbors and family members who
live in the shadow of the bar establishment he once owned, the written record is
lacking. Flooding destroyed 1950s era police records from Vieques. Records of an
investigation carried out by the Puerto Rican district attorney’s ofﬁce are missing.
Most signiﬁcantly, the court martial records of the two marines charged with
manslaughter in the case were destroyed 25 years after acquittal, standard
practice for the judge advocate general’s (JAG) ofﬁce.
© 2015 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1476-3435 Latino Studies
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Newly discovered archival material, however, sheds fresh light on the events of
1953. Bonnie Donohue, a photographer and video artist at the School of the
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, who has been conducting research on Vieques
in the early twentieth century, unearthed the 141 page investigative report
the JAG ordered in response to the melee of 4 April. The report contains
testimony from all of the participants in the event, eyewitnesses and bystanders.
Material was collected within days of the incident and includes testimony of
servicemen, civilians, military higher ups and medical professionals. Because of
my long term ethnographic work in Vieques, Donohue contacted me and
we have been collaborating on investigating the story. Part of this essay
draws on research I conducted for a visual exhibition we produced, Killing
Mapepe: Sex and Death in Cold War Vieques, which showed in Vieques and San
Francisco.
Despite the signiﬁcance of the US Armed Forces on so many levels of Puerto
Rican life, the US military’s presence, inﬂuence and integration into Puerto
Rican society remains relatively unexplored. In particular, the Cold War era in
Puerto Rico, a time when Puerto Ricans were increasingly pressured to
demonstrate allegiance to the US ﬂag, merits more scholarly attention.
In 1952, the newly established Commonwealth status codiﬁed Puerto Rico’s
partial annexation into the United States, and allowed the United States to
promote its colonial possession as a successful model of democratization.
During this era, Puerto Ricans left the island in record numbers for US urban
centers as island agriculture was dismantled in favor of industrial development.
The Korean War marked the integration of large numbers of Puerto Ricans into
the US Armed Forces: 20,000 Puerto Ricans served in the US military in Korea,
a majority in the Army and Marines. Meanwhile, a militant nationalist movement engaged in a series of high proﬁle violent attacks on the US government,
including an attempted assassination on Truman in 1950 and an attack on
Congress in 1954. Finally, with signiﬁcant implications for our case, between
December 1952 and January 1953, 104 soldiers in the all Puerto Rican 65th
infantry were court-martialed on a range of charges from desertion, willfully
disobeying orders, and misbehavior that allegedly took place on the battleﬁeld
in Korea (Villahermosa, 2007). Despite the US Army’s effort to suppress the
story, the large number of convictions, the harshness of the sentences and the
treatment of Puerto Ricans in the US Armed Forces eventually became an
extremely volatile political issue. These events serve as the backdrop for
understanding the story that unfolded in Vieques.
The murder of Julián “Mapepe” Felipe Francis provides a window into the
sexual politics and racial tensions between the US military and the Puerto Rican
civilian population in Vieques, as well as conﬂict within the armed forces that had
been newly integrated by President Truman. At the heart of the bar ﬁght on the
evening of 4 April 1953, was two groups of marines: white marine volunteers
from the 2d Tank Battalion – that is, gunners who had seen combat in Korea; and
© 2015 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1476-3435
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Puerto Rican marines who had been drafted into military service. The servicemen,
while serving in the same division under the same ﬂag, spoke different languages
and socialized separately. That evening, the white marines, and later a group of
white sailors, propositioned a woman who was employed as a prostitute in
Francis’ establishment. Because the servicemen were so drunk, the woman refused
the men, leaving them seething and drinking at the bar. The Puerto Rican
marines, however, sober, and perhaps more attuned to local social arrangements,
were led to El Bosque Bar by a local boy and successfully negotiated their way
into the bedroom at El Bosque Bar. When the white servicemen at the bar learned
that a Puerto Rican marine was in the back with the woman who refused them,
they erupted in fury, beating down the door. Mapepe intervened and the marines
turned on him, beating and clubbing him with branches they broke from a mango
tree outside.
Here, drawn from investigative report, is the basic outline of the events that
night.1
On the night of 4 April 1953, at approximately 9:30 p.m., ﬁve US Marines got
off a liberty truck headed to Marine Camp Vieques, Puerto Rico. Rather than
returning to base at curfew, Staff Sergeant Robert N. Clark, Staff Sergeant Merle F.
Bennett, Private First Class John A. Bailey, Private First Class Edward T. Whitbeck
and Private First Class Neil R. Jenkins, all members of US Marine Corps B
Company, 2d Tank Battalion, 2d Marine Division entered El Bosque Bar. When
the ﬁve marines entered the bar, there were four civilians present: Julián Felipe
“Mapepe” Francis, the bar owner; Catalina Cruz Rivera, a “known prostitute;”
Julio Bermúdez González and Guillermo Brignoni Morales, Vieques residents.
No other military personnel were present before their entry. Bennett propositioned 19-year-old Catalina Cruz Rivera but was refused. The men settled in to
drink.
At around 9:30 p.m., a second liberty truck arrived in the same vicinity. Sailors
on board had been drinking and were brieﬂy engaged in a ﬁght outside El Bosque
Bar. CS3 Homer Chinn and CN Thomas R. Westenberger, who were slightly
injured in the ﬁght, entered El Bosque Bar with CN Harley R. Nosler and HN
Stanley A. Bunker. One or more of the sailors propositioned Catalina Cruz
Rivera and were also refused.
At 9:45 p.m., three Puerto Rican marines, members of US Marines, D
Company, 2d Battalion, 2d Marine Division approached the vicinity of the bar:
Private First Class Ramón Montalvo Custodio, Private First Class Domingo
Barriera Vázquez and Private First Class Aristides Rodríguez Pérez. The men
were escorted to the bar by a local boy who arranged to have Cruz meet the
servicemen outside. Private First Class Montalvo propositioned Cruz on behalf of
all three men and negotiated a price. The men also may have secured permission
from Mapepe Francis. The bar inside was loud and boisterous. The Puerto Rican
marines had not been drinking. Cruz took Rodríguez by the arm and entered a
back bedroom through a side entrance.
© 2015 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1476-3435
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A melee erupted. Montalvo later testiﬁed, “I heard them say that some sailor
had asked for the girl before the Puerto Ricans did.” Nosler and Clark beat at the
locked bedroom door. Inside, Rodríguez asked for his money back. “She said that
could wait,” he reported, as she scrambled out a window. Rodríguez followed her
and the bedroom door came crashing down. When 69-year-old Francis attempted
to restrain the personnel from entering the bedroom, they turned on him. Bennett,
who would later claim self-defense, ran outside the bar and broke branches from
a mango tree. He returned inside where he and Whitbeck used the branches as
clubs and beat Francis repeatedly, smashing his skull. Clark grabbed a steel chair
and struck Francis and a second civilian, 73-year-old Julio Bermúdez González.
Twenty-two-year-old Whitbeck would later claim that he himself had fallen
under attack, inexplicably, by a machete wielding elderly Puerto Rican.
An evening of “VO and 7-up, gin, and gin and 7-up” fogged his memory. “It
was a Puerto Rican. It was a man, he was standing over me and hitting me.
All that I can remember is that I was on the deck. I yelled, ‘Somebody get him off
me, he’s going to kill me.’ ” When asked if he himself recalled hitting anyone,
Whitbeck had no memory. “That part is real hazy. No. I might have had a club in
my hand and again I might not have.”
Domingo Barriera Vázquez, however, and the two other Puerto Rican marines
on the scene had not been drinking that night. Barriera’s memory was clear. From
his vantage point outside the bar, he reported that he spotted Rodríguez running
out the back door around the time the brawl erupted. “I yelled at him to stop, but
he said, ‘Come on, run!’ I don’t know if the ﬁght had started then, but I heard
some noise inside. Then I started running.” Asked if he remembers anyone cry
“don’t hit me” or “don’t kill me,” Barriera assented. “Right after the men got the
limbs and went into the bar, I heard the old man saying something which sounded
like ‘They’re killing me,’ or ‘They’re hitting me.’ ” “Did he say it in Spanish or
English?” the investigators asked. “He said it in Spanish,” Barriera testiﬁed.
When Staff Sergeant Robert J. Papp, NCO in charge of the Military Police
arrived on the scene that night, he found El Bosque Bar in disarray and an old
man passed out on the ﬂoor. He apprehended Clark on the scene who reportedly
blurted: “I think there’s a dead gook down where the ﬁght started. He came after
me with a cane knife and I hit him over the head about three times with a steel
chair. I left him laying on the ﬂoor and I hope he’s dead.” Francis, affectionately
known throughout Vieques as “Mapepe,” died the following day of head wounds
sustained that evening.

Milita ry Justi c e
Three days after the melee of 4 April 1953, the US Marines convened an
investigative board in Vieques to assess the circumstances of the killing of Mapepe
© 2015 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1476-3435
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Francis. This board was the ﬁrst step in a newly established military justice system
and eventuated in a series of recommendations, ranging from summary to general
courts-martial for the marines and sailors involved in the ﬁght that evening.
During World War II, courts martial were a routine disciplinary tool and
nearly 2 million soldiers were court-martialed out of an active duty force of
12 million, resulting in over 80,000 felony convictions (Hillman, 2005). Many of
these courts-martial were arbitrary hearings, with outcomes often determined by
the unlawful interference of higher-ranking ofﬁcers. After the war, returning
veterans and their advocates demanded a new military justice system that was
similar to the civilian criminal courts. Debates inside Congress and the newly
formed Department of Defense grappled with questions of what military justice
should look like. These debates culminated in the creation of a uniform system of
military justice for all branches of the armed forces called the Uniform Code of
Military Justice (UCMJ) in 1951.
The UCMJ strengthened the individual rights of soldiers to due process.
Defendants, for example, were now guaranteed representation by licensed
attorneys and protected by new military rules of evidence. The modern UCMJ is
a comprehensive criminal code that governs not only order and discipline in the
military, but crimes that are commonly punished in civilian court, such as rape
and murder.
One consequence of the UCMJ was that it dramatically reduced the number
of courts-martial cases the US military pursued. Expanded protection of individual rights made the court-martial process expensive and time consuming.
Military courts were more public, more difﬁcult to control and more expensive.
As Hillman (2005, 15) noted, “criminal trials were likely to become embarrassing
exposés of military folly.”
Therefore, by and large, the military pursued cases that it intended to and
believed it would win. Most ended in conviction. For example, between 1951 and
1973, in summary and special courts, conviction rates surpassed 80 per cent; at
general courts, reserved for the most serious crimes, they reached 95 per cent (18).
The acquittal of Bennett and Whitbeck in the Vieques case, therefore, stands as an
anomaly. Despite the widespread perception that the navy whitewashed the
crime, the very fact that the military pursued general courts martial proceedings
against the three servicemen would suggest that it believed they were guilty and
intended to punish them.

J u s ti c e?
According to eyewitness accounts, and indeed, testimony of the perpetrators
themselves, Julián Felipe Francis was bludgeoned with limbs broken from the
mango tree outside El Bosque Bar.
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In an unexplained twist, however, the investigative report details that these
branches, the murder weapons, were destroyed by the Puerto Rican district
attorney’s ofﬁce:
The unwillingness of civilian authorities to cooperate fully with the board
was further demonstrated when on 10 April the board learned from José
Christian that Mr Benjamin Guerra Mondragon, assistant district attorney,
investigating the above mentioned ﬁght at the ‘El Bosque Bar’ for the
civilian authorities, had ordered two (2) blood-stained tree limbs, found at
the scene of the ﬁght by Aureo Escallero Illarraza on 5 April 1953,
destroyed without notifying the board.
Why would the Assistant Attorney General destroy crucial evidence, except
to undermine the case?
Why would Puerto Rican authorities intervene in a case that was likely to
eventuate in the conviction of the killers?
Why would the Puerto Rican government block US authorities from
punishing such outrageous behavior?
It is possible that the Puerto Rican district attorney’s ofﬁce was embarrassed by
the high proﬁle debacle: the drunken excesses of carousing troops, a ﬁght sparked
by North American and Puerto Rican marines’ competition over a prostitute, the
brutal beating of two elderly men. It was an historical moment when Puerto
Rico’s new commonwealth status was supposed to have resolved the island’s
colonial status and inaugurated a new “special” relationship between the United
States and Puerto Rico. These events, however, revealed an unseemly portrait of
the United States’ relationship with Puerto Rico.
As our investigation into the Mapepe case continues, a number of key themes
guide our inquiry. Is it possible that political fallout from the mass courts martial
of the Puerto Rican 65th infantry inﬂuenced the course of events in Vieques?
By January 1953, word of the courts martial had broken in the press in both the
United States and Puerto Rico, despite army efforts to suppress the story.
In February 1953, the controversy had ascended into the corridors of power and
the House Armed Service Committee was raising questions about the treatment of
the Puerto Rican ﬁghters. It is within this context that a second potentially
explosive incident unfolded in Vieques: the murder of an elderly Puerto Rican
civilian by brawling US servicemen.
Perhaps justice for Mapepe was subordinated to negotiations between the US
military and the Puerto Rican government over the fate of the 65th Infantry, who
were facing mass courts-martial. Perhaps higher powers in San Juan told the
attorney general to make the Vieques case “go away” in exchange for a favorable
outcome for the 65th. Perhaps it was simply a turf war. The Puerto Rican
attorney general’s ofﬁce seemed intent on prosecuting the case. Perhaps Guerra
© 2015 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1476-3435
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Mondragón resented military interference in his prosecution, and sensing that he
was losing control of his case, decided to sabotage it in revenge.
We do not know the reason for interference, but the investigative report makes
it clear that the lack of cooperation by Puerto Rican authorities and the
servicemen damaged the prosecution of the case. Puerto Rican authorities
blocked access to witness statements and the coroner’s report. According to the
investigative report, both civilian witnesses and servicemen ﬂagrantly lied under
oath and withheld information. Given that 95 per cent of military courts-martial
in this era resulted in convictions, the acquittals of the two marines, Merl
F. Bennett and Edward G. Whitbeck, is startling.
One shortcoming of the newly established UCMJ was the continued power of
commanding ofﬁcers to control the outcomes of courts-martial. The commanding
ofﬁcer had broad discretion to deﬁne the parameters of crime and prosecution.
In practice, this meant that military justice was not blind, but too often inﬂuenced
by the prejudices of powerful men (Hillman, 2005).
We see this dynamic at play in the actions of Rear Admiral Austin K. Doyle,
commander of the 10th Naval District headquartered in San Juan. Doyle intervened
to reduce the charges against Staff Sgt. Robert N. Clark, signiﬁcantly departing from
the investigative board’s recommendation of general court martial proceedings.
By his own admission, Clark took a collapsible steel chair and repeatedly struck
73-year-old Julio Bermúdez González over the head, leaving him for dead on the bar
ﬂoor. Bermúdez survived the attack, but sustained head lacerations and back injuries.
Rather than a general court martial, Doyle reduced charges against Clark to the level
of a summary court martial, a venue for judging cases of minor misconduct.
It appears that Clark, a highly decorated war veteran, was singled out for special
treatment. Although later convicted on these lesser charges, Clark also saw his
sentence mitigated and served his time without loss of rank.
To fully contextualize the events of April 1953, we need to understand broader
questions, such as how the Korean War was experienced in Puerto Rico, which
supplied numerous soldiers to combat and also experienced large-scale maneuvers on its territory. What was it like to be a Puerto Rican serviceman in the newly
desegregated US Armed Forces? The Korean War marked the gradual integration
of the US Armed Forces, which had been ordered desegregated by Truman’s
executive order in 1948. It appears that the transition was not easy. It took hard
losses in battle for the US military to accept nonwhite soldiers in its ranks.
We need to know more about what this experience was like for Puerto Ricans and
other Latinos in the military. As the case of Mapepe demonstrates, notwithstanding the large numbers of Puerto Ricans who honorably served the US military,
Puerto Ricans were subjected at the same time to military occupation and abuse
by the same country that they served.
After acquittal, Merl Bennett continued his career in the military, honorably
discharged after serving a total of 30 years as a gunnery sergeant. He earned several
decorations during two tours in Korea and three in Vietnam. Bennett died in 2004.
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Edward Whitbeck left the Marines a few months after acquittal, upon
completion of his 2-year contract. Trained as a tank mechanic, he ﬁnished up
service as a mail clerk. Whitbeck was honorably discharged with good conduct
ratings, and now divides his time between Florida and New York state.
No one was ever convicted for the crime of killing Mapepe Francis.
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